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Responding to the unchallenged sprawl of suburban 
cities in the Midwest, the proposed principles seek to densify and further 
diversify the established social and political norms which currently still 
stagnate progress toward more autonomous neighborhoods. Through 
application of a specific set of principles that serve as guidelines, Mod-
ding Suburbia seeks to create dense, usable space from previously un-
used and forgotten interstitial areas hiding in the suburban landscape 
surrounding the socially and politically protected single-family home. 
This project focuses on the transformation of the immediate 
context surrounding the single family home to promote density and 
diversification of housing and community. Through interstitial 
methods of construction in the underutilized areas of the suburban lot, 
a sense of place can emerge which gives way to community, diversity, 
availability in terms of more affordable housing for lower income families, and 
autonomy as it creates walkable facilities where previously, there were none. 
Research trajectories supporting this proposal include: understand-
ing the current and historical situation of suburban America from its 
roots of how it began, to the housing boom of post WWII, housing cri-
sis’ of the 21st century; American housing market statistics; relation-
ships between architects and the general public; zoning laws rele-
vant to the implementation of previously mentioned principles of 
Modding Suburbia; current trends concerning accessory dwelling units, 
home business operations, and work from home mandates of the COVID-19 
pandemic; mass transit systems of growing metropolis’s; previous research 
concerning suburban retrofitting; and landscape alternatives to the grass lawn.
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The research began as a  look  to 
the histor y of suburban Ameri-
can orig ins.  How did this unique-
ly American way of l iv ing  start? 
Why was is  a  success or fa i lure 
for the American indiv idual/
family?  What  caused i t  to  catch 
on so  wel l  in  the United States , 
but  not  elsewhere?  The answers 
to  these and many other ques-
t ions can be found among  the 
fo l lowing  pages as the research 
into  the who,  what ,  when,  why, 
and how revealed the orig ins of 
the suburbs that  dominate the 
American landscape.  From an 
escape out  of the factory c i t-
ies of the industrial  revolut ion 
through a  new normal  imposed 
after WWII ,  to  a  bal looning  car-
icature  of i tsel f,  the fo l low-
ing  pages take a  v i r tual  st ro l l 
through poss ibly the greatest 




As I  sought  an explanat ion 
for the current  state  of mid-
dle -class housing,  I  looked 
back  at  histor y to  learn more 
about  this  group of people  and 
their love for the s ing le - fami-
ly home.  From the informat ion 
gathered,  the suburbs largely 
resulted f rom 2  factors .  Num-
ber one was a  mass ive  housing 
need for returning  veterans of 
world  war two,  and the second 
was a  des i re  to  escape the fac-
tor y c i ty of the industrial  revo-
lut ion.  These c i t ies were tox ic , 
dangerous,  and crowded.  The 
factories lacked good ai r 
qual i ty,  safety regulat ions,  and 
benefi ts  that  protected workers 
f rom frequent  accidents .  The 
res ident ial  s i tuat ion of these 
c i t ies was no  better.  Apartments 
lacked heat ing,  windows,  run-
ning  water and proper bath-
room faci l i t ies . 
ORIGINS
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Condit ions of this  dai ly re -
al i ty fostered a  des i re  for 
an escape which was man-
i fested as the s ing le - fami-
ly home in  suburban t racts 
outs ide the c i ty center.  I t 
was marketed as a  reward 
for the b lue-col lar c i ty work-
er who worked hard and 
saved their money for a  sl ice 
of this  new American dream. 
The research into  the 
early suburban housing 
booms of the mid-century 
has taken me f rom the k i t 
houses of sears and roe-
buck ,  to  the p lanned and 
severely segregated housing 
t racts of Lev i ttown.  I  have 
uncovered dark  t ruths about 
redl ining  and the segrega-
t ion pract ices of the Feder-
al  Housing  Authori ty,  who 
were instrumental  in  pre -
vent ing  certain  c lasses f rom 
acquiring  homes in  success -




A look  into  the historical 
e f forts  by architects to  ca-
ter to  the rapidly growing 
middle -class of mid-century 
America revealed ins ights 
f rom the Case Study House 
Program.  I t  was a  des ign ef-
fort  by Arts  and Architecture 
magazine to  introduce a 
new style  of housing  des ign 
that  was af fordable  to  the 
average post-war family. 
ACCELERANTS
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Through the medium of a 
magazine and employing 
the sk i l l s  o f  top  architects 
of the period,  edi tor John 
Entenza faci l i tated new 
breakthroughs in  res ident ial 
des ign such as steel  con-
struct ion,  which enabled 
the st i l l -popular “Open Con-
cept .”  Architects were able 
to  d isseminate these new 
concepts to  the publ ic  in  a 
form that  they could relate 
to  at  that  t ime,  a  magazine. 
ACCELERANTS
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Many of the homes were 
indeed bui l t  and brought 
the real i ty of new compi-
lat ions of texture  l ight  and 
space to  the average mid-
dle -class family looking  for 
a  home.  Now-famous archi-
tects such as R ichard Neu-
tra ,  Charles Eames,  and J.R. 
Davidson were among  the 
seven ini t ia l  archi tects to 
pen the now-famous homes 





Today,  Americans seem to 
want  unl imited space.  They 
want  as much square 
footage as poss ible  for the 
least  amount  of money and 
they want  i t  fast .  S ince 
bui lders are  driven by the 
bottom l ine and not  push-
ing  owners to  t r y new de-
s ign ideas ,  they are  just  g iv-
ing  people  what  they want , 
which usual ly means the 
largest  home they can af-




Bad des ign is  what  results 
when you bui ld  with  cheap 
materials  assembled poor-
ly in  unending  pentagons 
and t riang les .  Non-cohesive 
des ign elements thrown to-
gether in  a  vain  exercise  of 
“more is  more.”  Al l  o f  this  i s 
bad for des ign,  bad for com-
munity bui ld ing,  and bad 
for the architecture  profes -
s ion which is  los ing  ground 




Today,  we see so  many re -
pet i t ive  and recycled home 
des igns that  prol i ferate 
across the former cornfields 
of the Midwest .  The houses 
with  2 ,  3 ,  even 4  stal l  ga-
rages dominat ing  the f ront 
façade and pushing  what 
l i tt le  i s  le f t  o f  the house 
behind i t .  These planned 
neighborhoods appear to 
have i t  a l l ,  but  there  is  st i l l 
something  ver y important , 
but  of ten overlooked in  sub-
urban planning,  a  st rong 





With those current  events 
of today,  I  argue we have in 
f ront  of us ,  an opportuni-
ty to  reclaim a  large part  of 
the bui l t  environment  that 
has been mostly le f t  “unat-
tended”  by Architects ,  the 
s ing le - family home.  A  recent 
study by the Nat ional  Hu-
man Act iv i ty Pattern Survey 
reveals  the average Ameri-
can spends 69% of their dai-
ly l i fe  at  home,  yet ,  Archi-
tects ,  for the most  part ,  do 
not  des ign homes in 
America.  Our profess ion is 
not  concerned enough with 
des igning  the part  of the 
bui l t  environment  where 
we spend two thi rds of our 
l ives .  We are  ef fect ively 
turning  handing  them over 
to  the bui ld ing  industr y to 
fu l fi l l  thei r needs and pro-





After inter v iews with 
f riends,  col leagues,  Real -
tors ,  home buyers ,  and oth-
er various members of the 
publ ic  about  the architec-
ture  profess ion and there 
appears to  be a  chasm that 
has formed between the ar-
chi tect  and what  they do, 
and the average indiv idual 
and their need for housing 
in  America.  When consult ing 
indiv iduals  regarding  what 
they know about  the ro le  of 
the architect ,  many of them 
were ver y misguided about 
the profess ion.  I ’ ve  received 
answers l ike ,  “They draw 
bui ld ings ,”  or “They make 
models .”  When i t  comes to 
their personal  l ives ,  thei r 
homes for example,  they are 
not  feel ing  the presence of 
the architect  ver y much at 
al l .   This  perpetuates archi-
tectural  st igmas such as “ar-
chi tects are  out  of touch,” 




I am defining the role of the archi-
tect as an individual who improves 
quality of life through design which 
manifests through large and small 
edits to existing materials or styles 
and the development of tooling 
and processes to ease the integra-
tion of this new design. A study in 
2012 by in-building revealed that 
22% of respondents are unaware 
that architects prepare detailed 
drawings which isn’t such a large 
number, but a much larger 74% 
have no idea architects deal with 
all certifications for building proj-
ects. 91% didn’t know that archi-
tects run the financial accounts for 
building projects.





Of the over hal f  a  mil l ion 
new homes constructed last 
year,  archi tects des igned 
1/60  of those homes.  That  i s 
a  mere 2% of this  ent i re  sec-
tor of the bui l t  environment . 
At  today’s  average cost  of a 
new home,  and with a  de-
s ign fee  of 10% factored in , 
Architects are  miss ing  out 
on 21.9  b i l l ion dol lars  of po-
tent ial  bus iness .
DESIGNER & DESIGNED FOR
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Of those 10,000  homes that 
are  being  profess ional ly 
des igned,  most  are  for the 
wealthy el i te  c lass ,  or 
low- income housing  proj-
ects .  Architects are  miss -
ing  out  on ser v ing  the 52% 
of Americans that  fal l  into 
the category of the mid-
dle -class .
DESIGNER & DESIGNED FOR
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When i t  comes to  the s in-
g le - family home,  as ide f rom 
the few architects who st i l l 
base their pract ice  on res i -
dent ial  des ign,  the architec-
ture  profess ion has al l  but 
lost  touch with the average 
indiv idual  and their needs 
and des i res in  a  home.
DESIGNER & DESIGNED FOR
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VALUE HAS A  PRICE 
TO IT. . .
Using  an architect  to  des ign 
your home is  not  mandatory 
in  most  cases .  In  Nebraska, 
you can bui ld  up  to  a  10k 
square foot  home before 
you are  required to  use an 
architect .  S ince people  do 
not  know what  architects 
do,  they cannot  t rust  g iv ing 
someone 8-15% of the proj-
ect  budget  toward des ign 
fees ,  and worse,  they re -
main unaware of what  that 
fee  would have got  them.
DESIGNER & DESIGNED FOR
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DEMOGRAPHICS
The middle -class I  refer 
to  i s  defined as making  a 
combined household in-
come of between $40,500 
and $122,000  per year.  This 
represents a  st i l l  vast ,  but 
ever-shrinking  sector the 
of the home-buying  publ ic . 
Home bui lders and develop-
ers talk  down the need for 
an architect  i f  ever brought 
up  in  the fi rst  p lace.  Con-
tractors warn of experimen-
tal  construct ion styles with 
which they are  unfamil iar.
DESIGNER & DESIGNED FOR
42 43
CURRENT TRENDS
None of this  i s  to  say that 
things haven’ t  changed or 
evolved over the years ,  but 
what  i s  fa i rly apparent  i s 
that  the wrong  things were 
changed.  The cycl ical  na-
ture  of home des ign is  one 
of the home changing  to 
accommodate more stuf f. 
More boats ,  more cars ,  more 
d istract ions that  attempt to 
sat is fy our des i re  for fu l fi l l -
ment  in  what  we do  and how 
we l ive .  This  have resulted 
in  the McMansions of todays 




A g lobal  pandemic has so  far 
turned our not ion of normal 
completely upside down.  A s 
of June 29th,  2020,  42% of 
Americans are  working  f rom 
home,  and whi le  some are 
returning  to  the of fice  now 
in  late  fal l ,  many wi l l  stay 
home permanently.  This  has 
le f t  many to  wonder how 
permanent  this  wi l l  be  and 
i t  should make every archi-
tect  in  the countr y re -eval -
uate  how important  they 




The idea of the suburban 
home has evolved f rom a 
p lace to  escape the c i ty 
and the stress of a  day job, 
to  the of fice  i tsel f  as more 
and more people  elect  to 
stay home and conduct  their 
bus iness f rom a dedicated 
space or spare bedroom. 
This  lack  of separat ion of 
work  and home l i fe  has be-




Combine this  in format ion 
with the fact  that  many 
households are  also  now 
dual  income,  and we see 
that  the long-prescribed 
family model  of working 
husband,  housewife  and 
s ing le  income family was 
al ready becoming  the ex-
cept ion long  before  the pan-
demic struck .
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Meanwhile ,  archi tects con-
t inue to  innovate in  their 
own realm of commercial , 
educat ional ,  and inst i tu-
t ional  architecture,  increas-
ing  product iv i ty through 





School  des ign has 
drast ical ly changed to  be-
come somewhere that  fos -
ters act ive  part ic ipat ion 
and uses the architecture  to 
aid  in  the learning  process . 
These innovat ions could be 
seen as something  the pro-
fess ion hides behind in  an 
attempt to  just i fy that  they 
are  st i l l  improving  l ives and 
doing  their c iv ic  duty,  which 
they are ,  but  only in  a  por-
t ion of people’s  fa i rly l ives 
in  the bui l t  environment . 
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CURRENT TRENDS
Houses have a  ver y d i f ferent 
ro le  in  middle -class America 
than they d id  70  years ago. 
With this  drast ic  change 
comes a  need to  rebui ld 
the relat ionship  between 
the des igner and those for 





At  this  point ,  I  began inter-
vening  with current  res iden-
t ial  des ign detai ls  with  the 
intent ion of making  several 
large and smal l  moves that 
impact  the way we see the 
home and i ts  composit ion of 
e lements . 
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In i t ia l ly,  this  has just  been 
concerning  aesthet ics with 
minor programmatic  chang-
es ,  but  the goal  with  these 
inter vent ions is  to  take 
What  people  know and what 
i s  avai lable ,  and show them 
how i t  can be recomposed, 
s impl i fied,  updated and im-
proved upon to  better meet 
the needs of today.
I  a lso  wanted to  think  of 
some ways to  d isseminate 
des ign knowledge to  the av-
erage person in  terms that 
they could understand and 
resonate with.  A  few ways I 
thought  of this  mani fest ing 
are  Youtube,  Instagram,  and 




These mediums could be 
ut i l i zed by Architects and 
des igners to  share enough 
of their knowledge of de-
s igning  spaces to  generate 
real  interest  and educate a 
publ ic  that  does not  know 
what  they real ly want  and 
need unless i t  i s  shown to 
them.  Here,  I  have the re -
sul ts  of post ing  these two 
images with a  pol l  that 
asked Instagram fol low-
ers ,  “Which do  you prefer?” 
Admittedly,  I  do  not  have 
a  large fo l lowing  on Insta-
gram,  but  over 70  people 
saw the image and 38  chose 
the top  image with just  a 
s ing le  person choosing  the 
orig inal  image.
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Virtual  real i ty has g iven the 
architect  a  g i f t  that  I  am 
not  so  sure  we are  making 
the best  use of just  yet .  For 
decades,  i t  has been our 
job  to  convey des ign to  a 
c l ient  in  a  v isual  way.  Not 
everyone understands a 
floor p lan or a  sect ion,  and 
typical  rendered images of 
the proposed space have 
helped immensely in  sel l ing 
an idea,  but  nothing  beats 
putt ing  that  c l ient  “ into” 
the space to  experience 
much of i t  in  f i rst  person.  VR 
does this  now.  Gett ing  more 
people  to  bel ieve in  archi-
tects and what  they can do 
for them can increase the 
potent ial  for ideas to  be 
shared,  bui l t  upon and even 
inspire  other areas of l i fe 
for those who chose to  work 




The goal  i s  to  make incre -
mental  changes that  slowly 
evolve thinking  over t ime 
whi le  educat ing  the publ ic 
in  des ign and architectur-
al  advocacy.  This  was done 
with inter v iews and discus-
s ions with  those d i rect ly 
a f fected by or shaping  res -
ident ial  des ign and part ic i -
pat ing  in  a  feedback  loop of 
knowledge mix ing  what  they 
know with what  we know. 
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PROPOSAL
A series of principles ,  ideas , 
sacri f ices and opportuni-
t ies can bring  about  change 
in  suburban America.  There 
are  several  d i lemmas facing 
the average middle -class 
American at  present .  On the 
one hand,  most  know i t  i s 
necessary to  beg in caring 
more about  how to  stew-
ard resources on this  earth. 
On the other hand,  a  fa i r 
few also  grew up with cer-
tain  norms that  fu l fi l l  thei r 
needs both mental ly and 
phys ical ly.  Norms ex ist  such 
as land ownership,  indiv idu-
al  express ion through mak-
ing  something  “our own”  by 
putt ing  our stamp on i t  so-
to-speak .  Certain  aspects of 
suburbia  are  reminiscent  of 
good t imes experienced or 




The s ing le - family home can 
be seen as a  current  annoy-
ance that  most- l ikely wi l l 
mani fest  into  a  future  prob-
lem.  R ight  now,  i t  i s  a  ver y 
common staple  of suburbia , 
but  i t  i s  inherently unsus-
tainable  in  i ts  execut ion. 
There are  ways to  improve 
upon i t  though.  By mod-
i fy ing  the recipe,  but  re -
taining  the foundat ions of 
what  makes a  s ing le - family 
home special ,  we can have 
a  detached dwel l ing  opt ion 
that  i s  more ef fic ient ,  more 
dense,  and environmental ly 
conscious,  thus preserv ing 
the idea of detached dwel l -
ings for those that  st i l l  pre -
fer this  way of l iv ing.  Us ing 
the neighborhood of South-
west  V i l lage Heights in  L in-
coln NE,  and apply ing  these 
principles to  a  g iven lot  in 
this  neighborhood,  the aim 
is  to  densi fy the suburbs, 
reclaim unused lawns,  of fer 
new opportunit ies to  mixed 
income famil ies ,  and en-
hance the walk-abi l i ty and 




Suburban Modding  is  not  un-
l ike  the current  smal l  e f fort  to 
preserve the future  of the c las -
s ic  car.  The class ic  car i s  d i r ty, 
pol lut ing,  and requires expen-
s ive  maintenance to  keep i t  go-
ing,  but  when you grew up with 
those cars and you experienced 
the sounds,  smel ls  and the way 
you could modi fy them to  reflect 
your personal i ty,  there  becomes 
something  ver y special  t ied up 
in  the complexi ty of those cars . 
V8 ,  V10,  and V12  eng ines are  not 
economical ,  but  for some,  they 
exude an essence that  makes 
one feel  a l ive .  They are  greater 
than the sum of their parts .  Cur-
rently,  there  ex ists  companies 
working  on new,  greener fuels 
such as Hydrogen and E- fuels  to 
preserve these extra-special  ex-
amples of automotive histor y, 
but  st i l l  adhere to  ever t ighten-
ing  environmental  regulat ions. 
These cars wi l l  become what 
horses are  to  us today.  Relat ively 
few care  to  ride a  horse and cer-
tainly don’ t  use a  horse to  com-
mute to  work  anymore.  A  select 
few do st i l l  carr y on the pass ion 
for horses that  was so  common 
in  the 1800’s . MODDING SUBURBIA
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THE PRINCIPLES
#1  -  MIXED INCOME 
HOUSING
The fi rst  of  these s ix  principles 
involves d ivers i fy ing  neighbor-
hoods of s ing le - family homes 
which,  in  this  instance,  con-
s ists  of homes valued between 
300k  and 480k  to  include smal l -
er homes in  the range of 100k  to 
300k .  This  not  only opens oppor-
tunit ies for more d ivers i ty in  po-
tent ial  res idents ,  but  also  more 
mixed income households .  ADUs, 
Micro-homes,  Narrow-houses 
can al l  be  fi tt ing  in  the spac-
es around the ex ist ing  home 
not  previously ut i l i zed to  their 
fu l lest  potent ial .  This  example 
shows the extreme of maximiz-
ing  al l  space for many struc-
tures ,  but  s imilar results  can be 
achieved whi le  retaining  more 
private  space for the orig inal 
homeowner.  Highl ighted in  yel -
low are  the relevant  current  zon-
ing  laws that  would need to  be 
re -wri tten or abol ished for this 
to  work  as des igned.  This  i s  just 
one of many obstacles facing  the 
idea of modding  suburbia .
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#2  -  NATIVE  LANDSCAPE ZONES
The second principle  addresses the 
landscaping  and natural  environment 
of the suburban lot .  A s i t  currently 
stands,the default  for most  of the lot 
that  i s  not  poured concrete  is  e i ther 
P lantat ion Fescue or Kentucky Blue-
grass .  These are  res i l ient  grasses but 
require  an immense amount  of water to 
keep them looking  green and healthy. 
Other opt ions ex ist  and have been em-
ployed in  commercial  instances where 
LEED cert i f icat ions require  nat ive  land-
scape solut ions in  large quant i t ies .  Ap-
ply ing  these tact ics and strateg ies to 
the remaining  lawn space of the home 
wil l  dramat ical ly reduce the home’s en-
v i ronmental  impact  whi le  d ivers i fy ing 
the look  and feel  of  the outdoor space 
immediately surrounding  the home. 
Speci fic  p lants can be chosen that  were 
orig inal ly nat ive  to  the area,  meaning 
they grow natural ly there .  This  wi l l  de-
crease the amount  of maintenance these 
plants wi l l  need.  This  helps foster the 
local  ecology and control  wanted and 
unwanted wi ldl i fe .  Rain  Gardens are 
also  becoming  an important  p iece of 
res ident ial  des ign in  L incoln as the c i ty 
i s  pushing  incent ives of up  to  $2000  for 
owner- instal led rain  gardens. THE PRINCIPLES
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THE PRINCIPLES
#3  -  NET-POSITIVE  SQUARE FOOT-
AGE
The thi rd  principle  addresses the econom-
ics of owning  the land and making  those 
under-ut i l i zed spaces around the home 
higher per forming  in  a  st rict ly monetary 
way.  The focus here  is  to  fl ip  the square 
footage that  wastes money to  be square 
footage that  makes money for the home-
owner.  A  b i t  o f  f ront  yard t ransformed 
with a  smal l  shop for the neighborhood.  A 
s ide yard is  normal ly just  an access to  the 
backyard or a  drainage d i tch for rainwa-
ter,  and in  rare  instances,  a  ut i l i ty access . 
That  space is  ripe for re -purposing  into  a 
net-posi t ive  space.  In  this  instance,  A  Nar-
rowhouse approximately 12  feet  wide and 
65  feet  long  af fords a  decent  s ize  home for 
rent ing  out  as extra  monthly income or sel l -
ing  for a  larger ini t ia l  outcome.  This  can 
be repeated in  the other areas surrounding 
the home.  E i ther an agreement  between 
neighbors on spl i tt ing  the proceeds f rom 
the sale/rent ing  of the two combined s ide-
yards ,  or one neighbor sel ls  the land to  the 
other essent ial ly doubles the densi ty of 
the neighborhood without  much sacri fice . 
Currently,  many of the homes are  des igned 
with windows only at  the f ront  and back 
of the homes,  making  the new home work 
quite  wel l  between the windowless s ide 
wal ls  of the ex ist ing  homes.
78 79
#4  -  FRONT LAWNS TO 
PEDESTRIAN WALKWAYS
The fourth principle  in  modding 
the suburban home is  re -pur-
posing  the space in  f ront  of 
the home.  Convert ing  the f ront 
lawn into  a  pedestrian thor-
oughfare  with  addit ional  ADUs, 
smal l  neighborhood shops, 
p laygrounds,  parks ,  and walk-
ways.  This  takes a  large por-
t ion of under-ut i l i zed land and 
g ives i t  back  to  the community 
at  large to  foster a  more au-
tonomous neighborhood and 
drast ical ly improve walk-abi l i ty 
through increased access to  dai-
ly use shops and amenit ies one 
might  t ravel  outs ide the neigh-
borhood to  use.  The addit ion 
of prev iously ment ioned nat ive 
landscape and low maintenance 
plants reduces this  area’s  use of 




#5  -  MAINTAIN DWELLING 
DETACHMENT
The fi f th  principle  i s  v i tal  to 
maintaining  the appeal  of the 
s ing le  family home in  the sub-
urban sett ing.  Maintaining 
dwel l ing  detachment  al lows for 
privacy to  be retained,  homes 
to  remain an express ion of the 
owner,  and noise  levels  between 
tenants to  be contained.  The 
benefi ts  of SFH l iv ing  are  not 
lost .  The home and i ts  respon-
s ib i l i ty remain solely on the in-
div idual  owner.  Shared wal ls 
and shared roofs can pose an 
awkward issue when things need 
repairing  or changing.  Modding 
Suburbia  is  about  celebrat ing 
indiv idual i ty. . .together.
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#6  -  MASS TRANSIT 
WITHIN NEIGHBORHOODS
The s ixth  principle  involves in-
corporat ing  l ight  rai l  into  the 
neighborhood of L incoln,  NE 
along  major thoroughfare  streets . 
In  the case of Southwest  V i l lage 
Heights ,  t ram l ines would run 
along  South Folsom Street  and 
also  within  the space separat ing 
the northern neighborhood addi-
t ions f rom the orig inal  southern 
addit ion.  The goal  with  this  i s  not 
so  much to  increase movement 
within  the immediate  neighbor-
hood.  This  would instead act  as a 
portal  to  other nearby neighbor-
hoods,  a l lowing  one to  t raverse 
the various suburbs of the c i ty 
without  a  car.  C i t ies such as Van-
couver and Chicago have s imilar 






Taking  the Yankee Hi l l  area of 
southwest  L incoln,  Nebraska, 
speci fical ly the neighborhood of 
Southwest  V i l lage Heights i s  the 
s i te  of my proposed interst i t ia l 
densi fy ing  of suburbia .  In  the im-
ages to  the lef t ,  you  can see some 
demographics of the area,  as wel l 
as some spacial  analys is  of a  sam-
ple  1/4  acre  lot .  The results  of 
this  analys is  indicated that  large 
port ions of the average neighbor-
hood lot  are  dedicated to  lawn 
space.  This  could be reworked to 
al low space for more useful  and 
dense programming  such as mul-
t ip le  ADUs and semi-publ ic  and 




1/4  ACRE LOT SAMPLE
Working  within  the bound-
aries of Southwest  V i l lage 
Heights ,  the 1/4  acre  lot  was 
chosen as i t  represents 74% 
of the lots  in  the neighbor-
hood.  The lot  i s  d iv ided up 
for various purposes such as 
setbacks,  ut i l i ty easements , 
and c i ty-owned sect ions.  A 
relat ively smal l  port ion of 
approximately 3800  square 
feet  i s  dedicated to  bui ld-
able  area,  leaving  a  s igni fi -
cant  percentage of space to 
implement  the aforemen-






graphics show that  i t  i s  not 
exactly the most  d iverse 
neighborhood out  there .  The 
res idents are  comprised of 
mostly caucasian with smal l 
pockets of hispanic ,  as ian, 
and mult i - racial  ethnici t ies . 
I t  i s  a lso  a  neighborhood of 
mostly a f fluent  households 
with  the median income 
above $100k .  Unemployment 
is  low and a  ver y smal l  per-
centage of res idents are  l iv ing 
below the poverty l ine .  I t  i s  a 
per fect  example of a  midwest 
suburb  that  could use a  dose 




Interst i t ia l  des ign is  a  concept  that 
has been around awhile .  I t  was fa-
mously employed in  the Salk  Inst i tute 
in  La  Jol la  Cal i fornia .  I t  ut i l i zed the 
space between the floors to  house 
ser v ices for the floors  below.  This  al -
lowed the floors to  be wide open and 
eas i ly updated throughout  the years . 
In  an attempt to  apply s imilar tact ics 
to  the s ing le - family home,  the lawn 
surrounding  the home is  considered 
in  i t ’s  ent i rety.  The in-between is  cur-
rently unused access or drainage. 
The homes al l  have setbacks f rom 
their respect ive  lot  l ines .  Redefining 
these lots  and their ownership  pro-
v ides opportunity to  infi l l  this  space 
strateg ical ly with  architectural  pro-
gram that  d ivers i fies and densi fies 
the neighborhood.  The juxtaposi t ion 
of narrowhouses s i tuated between ex-
ist ing  homes of fers a  unique aesthet ic 
to  the suburbs not  seen outs ide the 
c i ty center.  This  has been done for 
years in  Europe out  of sheer necess i ty 
for years as land is  expensive,  high-
ly sought  af ter and in  short  supply. 
Below are  two concepts that  take the 
narrow house idea,  and separate  i t 
f rom i ts  context ,  p lacing  i t  into  a  new 
context  whi le  remaining  detached.
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INTERSTITIAL URBANISM
NARROW HOUSE -  ONE
This i s  one example of engag-
ing  the space between ex ist ing 
homes in  more spread out  sub-
urban neighborhoods.  Set  within 
a  footprint  of 12  feet  wide and 
65  feet  in  length,  this  narrow 
home maintains two bedrooms, 
two bathrooms,  k i tchen l iv ing 
and smal l  d ining  areas ,  as wel l 
as a  lof ted s i tt ing  room.  Sky-
l ights p lace on the north roof in 
this  instance bring  the neces-
sary amount  of l ight  in  order to 
make this  home feel  l ight  ins ide 
despite  having  windows only at 
the f ront ,  back  and stai rwel l . 
The double  height  window in  the 
stai rwel l  shows a  hint  of pro-
gram from the exterior perspec-
t ive .  Here,  tal l  evergreen t rees 
would ser ve as a  v is ib le  barrier 
f rom house to  house in  order to 
preserve privacy for both whi le 
implement ing  a  touch of the 
natural  environment .  A  double 
height  l iv ing  room helps to  con-
nect  the upper and lower levels 
whi le  also  al lowing  more l ight 
in  f rom rooftop skyl ights .  This 
g ives the home the feel ing  of be-
ing  larger than i t  i s .
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INTERSTITIAL URBANISM
NARROW HOUSE -  TWO
Again set  within  a  space of just  12 
feet  by 65  feet ,  this  i s  one other 
vers ion of the interst i t ia l  narrow 
house set  between two ex ist ing 
homes.  Us ing  c lerestory windows 
and a  shed roof des ign rather than 
the typical  vernacular with  sky-
l ights ,  abundant  natural  dayl ight 
enters the space on the second 
floor.  The lower level  benefi ts  f rom 
large windows at  the f rom of the 
dwel l ing  and a  wrap around win-
dow wal l  at  the rear.  This  des ign 
would be sl ightly more c losed of f 
for the indiv idual  or family that 
keeps to  themselves .  The narrow 
house studies are  a  prime example 
of rev i tal iz ing  o lder neighborhoods 
with an in ject ion of new des ign 
aesthet ics and funct ional i ty.  The 
narrow house would st i l l  maintain 
a  2  foot  buf fer zone f rom the ex ist-
ing  homes for water run-of f  con-
trol  and ut i l i ty access ,  making  the 
home 12  feet  wide in  this  instance. 
A s ment ioned in  the guiding  princi-
p les of Suburban Modding,  nei ther 
ex ist ing  houses have windows that 
would d i rect ly abut  this  new nar-
row home.  These two quick  i tera-




ZONING SETBACKS &  LAND USE
The main obstacles these proposals  would 
face are  the l imitat ions the c i ty has put  on 
Accessory Dwel l ing  units  in  res ident ial  zon-
ing  d istricts ,  setback  l imitat ions,  and what 
that  land can be used for.  These would have 
to  be amended to  al low for the change in 
scenery p lanned in  Modding  Suburbia .  The 
fi rst  to  be addressed would be the lot  l ines 
and land ownership.  I t  could remain un-
der the ownership  of the ex ist ing  res ident 
should they choose to  rent  these new ADUs 
out  to  temporary tenants ,  or they could go 
the route of subdiv id ing  their land.  This  i s 
a  pract ice  that  i s  currently forbidden in  al l 
but  AG zoned districts  and even then,  your 
only opt ion for subdiv id ing  your land is  to 
employ the homesteading  clause which re -
quires the land to  be d iv ided and sold in 
large quant i t ies(20+  acres) .  New zoning 
laws would need to  be created al lowing  for 
the home-owner to  bypass current  leg isla-
t ion and HOA opposi t ion to  bui ld  reason-
ably up  to  three accessory dwel l ing  units  on 
their property.  New property l ines would be 
drawn up and space would be maintained 
for ut i l i ty easements ,  however,  these ease-
ments would now be shared among  two lots 
rather than each lot  having  an easement . 
Setbacks would be al l  but  abol ished as they 
inter fere  with  a  large aspect  of this  p lan in 
ut i l i z ing  space clear up  to  the lot  l ines .
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CHALLENGES & OBSTACLES
CHANGING MINDS,  PERCEPTIONS & 
EXPECTATIONS
I t  i s  not  enough to  just  change the ru les .  For 
this  system to  work  as intended,  ef forts  would 
be required to  change the minds of the general 
publ ic  in  order to  reverse 80+  years of subur-
ban indoctrinat ion.  People  are  attached to  their 
homes.  They have been to ld  for decades that 
they need more.  They need more square foot-
age,  more rooms,  more land,  more garage space 
for more cars ,  more backyard space for the k ids 
to  p lay,  more f ront  lawn for a  buf fer between 
them and the street ,  more fencing  to  keep oth-
ers out  of their land.  More,  more,  more.  A s prop-
erty taxes cont inue to  be a  huge af fordabi l i ty 
factor in  the L incoln suburban areas ,  and more 
famil ies need af fordable  housing,  solut ions 
must  be derived f rom the concept  of less .  I f  you 
predominantly work  f rom home,  you may not 
need two or three vehicles .  I f  you  never spend 
t ime in  your f ront  lawn,  you may not  need to 
retain  ownership  of that  space.  I f  you  would 
rather spend your f ree t ime outs ide of work  re -
lax ing,  t ravel ing,  or spending  t ime with fami-
ly,  you  may not  want  so  much lawn to  take care 
of.  Why not  convert  part  of  that  land to  making 
you money?  There are  several  advantages to 





Channel ing  ideas explored 
by Peter Calthorpe through 
New Urbanism and El len 
Dunham-Jones through 
Retrofi tt ing  Suburbia ,  in-
format ion f rom those ef-
forts  was d ist i l led into  “Six 
Principles for Suburban 
Modding.”  New Urbanism 
addresses urban areas that 
have been rev i tal ized into 
newly minted and nostalg ic 





El len Dunham-Jones’  Ret-
rofi tt ing  Suburbia  works 
within  the realms of dere-
l ict  suburban commercial 
property to  change i t  over 
to  more usable  program-
ming  that  matches the way 
we l ive  today.  A  few of her 
ideas can be seen in  Mod-




SIMILARITIES  TO 
MODDING SUBURBIA
These “new”  principles are 
speci fical ly meant  to  be one 
way to  modi fy s ing le - fami-
ly neighborhoods to  increase 
densi ty,  walk-abi l i ty,  and over-
al l  e f fic iency in  an otherwise 
sprawl ing,  unwalkable ,  inef fi -
c ient  s i tuat ion.  Modding  Sub-
urbia  is  about  re -purposing 
unused space and g iv ing  pur-
pose to  interst i t ia l  spaces that 
were never orig inal ly meant  to 
be occupied.  The principles of 
Modding  Suburbia  d i f fer only 
sl ightly f rom New Urbanism to 
be speci fical ly tai lored to  the 
unique s i tuat ion of the s in-
g le - family res idence.  A  few of 
the principles of New Urbanism 
are  vague or subject ive .  The 
fo l lowing  s ix  principles are  cu-
rated to  be flex ib le  to  a  point , 
but  speci fic  enough to  provide 
suf fic ient  guidance toward 
the goal  of  densi fy ing  the s in-
g le - family home and increas -
ing  the ef fic ient  use of space 
around those homes.
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LOS ANGELES - 
SPRAWL CITY
Changing  zoning  laws and em-
bracing  of the benefi ts  of ADUs 
is  currently tak ing  hold in  c i t-
ies l ike  Los Angeles ,  CA.  This 
i s  being  done in  the form of 
new deregulat ion for ADU’s de-
s igned by architects ,  and ap-
proved by the c i ty.  This  new 
change in  regulat ion al lows 
home-owners to  bui ld  acces -
sory dwel l ing  units  in  there 
backyards.  This  i s  ser v ing  as 
a  response to  major hous-
ing  shortages in  LA.  They’ve 
sprawled for decades and now 
are  faced with needing  more 
densi ty to  accommodate the 





A GUIDE TO SAVING 
THE SINGLE FAMILY 
HOME
In  conclus ion,  this  thes is 
was meant  to  research,  ex-
plain ,  explore ,  ideate,  and 
plan for the eventual i ty 
of the end of the suburbs 
as we know i t .  With  this  in 
mind,  we look  to  what  can/
should be salvaged,  and 
how that  can be repurposed 
for a  brighter,  c leaner, 
more sustainable  future  fu l l 
o f  community and sense of 
p lace in  the many suburbs 
of the midwestern United 
States .  I t  wi l l  be  chal leng-
ing,  and met  with  much 
cri t ic ism on both s ides ,  but 
I  argue that  there  are  some 
aspects of the suburbs that 
are  worth sav ing.
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